Antipsychotic use is associated with a blunted cortisol stress response: a study in euthymic bipolar disorder patients and their unaffected siblings.
There is ample evidence that the acute stress response is altered in schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. However, it is not clear whether such changes are related to the illness, a genetic vulnerability, or is the result of medication that is used in the majority of these patients. Therefore, we investigated determinants of the acute endocrine and autonomic stress response in healthy controls (n=48), euthymic BD1 patients (n=49) and unaffected siblings of BD1 patients (n=27). All participants completed a validated psychosocial stress task, the Trier Social Stress Test for Groups (TSST-G). Saliva levels of alpha-amylase and cortisol were measured before, during, and after exposure to stress. Compared to controls, we found a significantly blunted cortisol stress response in BD1 patients. Conversely, BD1 patients displayed exaggerated alpha-amylase levels in response to stress. Antipsychotic use was a significant contributing factor to the blunted cortisol stress response in BD1 patients. Unaffected BD1 siblings displayed similar stress-induced cortisol and alpha-amylase levels as controls, suggesting that familial risk for BD1 did not have a large effect on the functionality of the stress system. In conclusion, this study shows that euthymic BD1 patients have a substantially blunted endocrine stress response but an exaggerated autonomic stress response and that the endocrine stress response differences can be largely contributed to antipsychotic use rather than constitute a specific BD1 phenotype or vulnerability.